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Abstract. Standardization testing, a form of testing that have relatively standard procedure, are
being implemented worldwide nowadays to measure student’s ability and making academic
decisions. Despite its popularity, it remains controversial whether standardization testing is the most
appropriate method to assess student. Lots of criticism had been made since the last century, while
other researchers think standardization serves a value and there is no replacement for it yet. This
paper aims to summarize and evaluate the effect of this implementation on students themselves and
the external environment by incorporating opinions proposed by current research so far. Weighting
up the of potential merits and drawbacks of using this method of assessment, standardization is still
irreplicable while having many negative influences such as supressing creativity and leading to study
for the test. Fortunately, many examination boards are taking these influences into account and
starting to offer students the freedom to study for their own interests. However, research around this
topic is still limited and unspecific. More detailed studies should be conducted to investigate a
particular subject and question type; the relationship between students’ age group and types
standardization testing.
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1. Introduction

As globalization expands, so as the usage of standardization test. Specifically in the U.S., in 1998,
39 states had adopted some form of standard-based tests or accountability systems (24 of them
attaching high stakes in the form of student recognition, promotion, or graduation) , the number had
risen to 49 in 2001 [1]. States must bring all students up to the proficient level on state tests by the
2013-2014 school year. But standardization test in 21st century is much more than an indicator of
student ability. Tests are used at almost every school worldwide, standardization tests thus affect
many lives of children [2]. As Jencks and Phillips [3] put it “it is no longer used as only an indicator
of student’s ability but also used to decide important academic decision such as college entrance or
proceed to the next grade.” Therefore, it exists a requirement to examine this educational tool again
after its evolvement for a long time. While lots of research are done with both positive and negative
comments on it, there is a research gap to summarize all of them and points out some limitations as
most of current studies are only focusing on holistic perspective of standardization tests. This paper
aims to summarize and analyse on both pros and cons by firstly clarifying definitions and types of
standardization tests, then provide suggestions according to current situation of standardization test.

2. Different types of standardization

Standardization tests, according to Lee J Cronbach [4], is which the procedure, apparatus, scoring
is fixed so the same test could be given at different times and places. In general, standardization tests
are used worldwide for purpose such as school entrance, exit, admission and certification...etc.
According to Burkett [5], the majority of tests could be categorized into two types: norm-referenced
tests and criterion-referenced test. In norm-referenced tests (NTRs), performances of test takers are
compared to other selected takers basing on characteristics such as gender and age. Individual test
takers are usually ranked in comparison to others as a percentile group. NRTs are usually used to
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assess readiness for school, academic level, examples include SAT and ACT. In criterion-referenced
test (CRTs), introduced by American educational psychologists Robert Glaser [6], takers are assessed
with a fixed and standard criterion. This type of assessment decides whether the taker have reached a
certain goal or master of a skill. Scores are presented in how many questions are answered correctly
to the total number of questions, examples include IELTS and TOFELS. Nowadays, standardization
have evolved into different forms basing on these two prototypes. The standardization tests mentioned
in this essay includes all formats used worldwide; the evaluation is not made toward a specific type.

3. Evaluation on the advantages of standardization tests

As mentioned, different types of standardization tests are used worldwide to assess student ability.
Thus, various impacts are made by this large-scale implementation. Firstly, analysis on merits of
standardization tests would be mentioned. The unique advantages occupied by this tool made it
irreplaceable yet for many purposes.

3.1 Provide guidelines to be followed

The nature of standardization, being objective and standardized, turned the curriculum into an
important guideline that supports both internally within the classroom and externally when adjusting
curriculum.

3.1.1. In classroom to teachers

As criteria and tested contents are specially written in standardization tests, it is argued by Darling-
Hammond [7] that students who takes these curricula receives a qualified education. It ensures
teachers to cover a wide range of topics for the benefit of student, rather than distributing time
unequally on areas teachers personally regard as more important. Thus, a more holistic education is
created so by the time children are about to leave the school, they are equipped with comprehensive
skill and knowledge.

Due to its relative objectivity, students with lower academic ability could be identified as well [6].
This qualitative data allows across comparison between students, revealing students that struggles
with the content and needs support, which according to Shepard [8], is one of the purposes of testing.
This numerical score also helps teachers to decide teaching schedules to meet specific student needs.

3.1.2. External support to other educators

Similarly, the external examiner could also follow the standard mark scheme provide by
standardization tests to reduce examiner bias. All candidates are offered the same opportunity and
assessed with the same criteria and standard. According to Weiss [9] and its replication of Birkel et
al. [10], teachers are not always objective in terms of assessing student ability, especially without a
fixed criterion. Thus, in-school test data like this that originally aimed to provide predications for
student future performances might be as invalid and inaccurate. For example, college entrance tests.
Standardization tests, on the other side, are usually designed to have standard answers and moderated
between teachers. They are considered to provide more reliable and valid data that is more responsible
for the student’s future. [11]

3.2 Curriculum changes could be adapted quicker

Standardization tests also help curriculum contents being changed and adapted with a higher
efficiency. Schools has always been modulated by governments and this influence is mainly reflected
on the curriculum. According to Riffert [11], this is called an “in-put” orientated approach which
manifests a top-down effect from the Ministry of Education to individual school and teachers.
However, in the context of content changing, it is argued that this top-down influences are (a) slow
and inflexible, (b) information of new contents are easily altered along the transformation process.
The implemented strategies form individual schools and teachers sometimes could not meet the
original spirit of the changed content. There exists a necessity for a tool that could adapt these changes
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quicker, especially under this era where technologies and science innovation are tremendous.
Standardized testing as an “out-put” approach, instead, makes the process explicit and visible, while
the system only need to be changed according to the quality of the output. Thus, standardized testing
is an ideal approach to achieve effective and fair school system.

4. Evaluations on disadvantages of standardization tests

Assorting comments and opinions around standardized testing, there are much more criticisms on
the effect of its implementation comparing to the appraisal.

4.1 Not a valid indication of student ability

One of the most disapproved drawbacks of standardization tests is that it may not a valid indication
of student ability. Test validity concerns whether what the test actually measures fit with the intention
of what its developers want to measure, which is the student’s true academic ability. But the
examinee’s on the spot performance could be influenced by many reasons: internal ones and external
ones. For example, the stereotypical threat brought by the tests and the availability of teaching
resources. Good et al. [12] argues that many standardized tests such as the SAT and the GRE evokes
stereotypical threat by meeting two conditions: (a) Evaluative scrutiny in stereotypic domain and
feeling pressured under unpleasant educational process, (b) group comparison especially related to
gender and races when siting examinations with a mix of people . These conditions are often achieved
by detailed identity checking before the tests and being placed in examinations rooms where the
candidates naturally make group comparisons as there are a mix of people. As said by Inzlicht et al.
[13] , groups composition could salient one’s social identity and stereotypes. The involvement of
stereotypic threats could thus provide psychological implications that influence students’ spot
performances [14]. As standardization tests have fixed process and results presented in numerical
scores, many people consider it to have great objectivity, but Zitlow & Kohn [15] argues otherwise.
Measuring student ability are not like changing independent variables in experiment, the manually
written questions could be interpreted differently that leads to different understanding despite
academic ability.

Moreover, curriculum validity as argued by Whitehead (1929/1967) [11], is not satisfied as well.
Curriculum validity refers to the context that students have a fair chance to score on the test by
practicing and learning the tested contents before hands. This is difficult to achieve especially on an
international level due to high degree of diversification in education systems from different countries,
which disadvantage students who are not taught according to the concept. To obtain curriculum
validity, the teaching syllabus of test are usually nailed. But that takes away the freedom from teacher
to adapt the courses toward student needs, being another obvious dilemma.

4.2 Teaching to the tests

Strictly stick with the tested content only in standardization tests leads to teaching for the tests. As
suggested by Darling-Hammond [7], 60% of the teachers report that increased emphasis on
standardization tests has affected their own teaching, and 95% report that this has affected other
teachers' behaviours as well, namely in five ways: altered curriculum emphasis, test skill training, test
preparation, having less time to reach to student and feeling under pressure.

4.2.1. Individual influences: Familiarization of test only

Many standardized tests are high-stake ones nowadays, they decide important academic milestone
such as college entrance. As a result, pupils usually would just aim to pass or score highly on the test
itself instead of understanding the tested concepts. The formula, bottom line and revision questions
are much more valued. It turned to a skill of recognition and repetitive practice and memorizing. The
interactive learning process is avoided, and it turned to a process of skill training. In the end, the score
could increase. But that is simply due to students are more familiar with the question types. They do
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not assess conceptual understanding, but instead value how much knowledge student could cram into
their short-term memory.

Also, some exam boards profits are worsening this issue. While selling preparation materials
designed to raise scores, children are often attracted to leave the school and study these specific
materials. Education, according to Whitehead (1929/1967), is a complex process in which a number
of factors play a crucial role, all of which must fit together in order to achieve the best result obtainable
[11]. The best procedure of teaching will depend on several factors such as students’ prospect of life,
opportunities provided by the school, the involvement of parents but all these prospects could not be
achieved as standardization only focus on the scores.

4.2.2. External influences: Critical thinking skills are not trained

A statical correlation between high scores on standardized tests and relatively shallow thinking
have been found. Within the limited time given, the most important task to accomplish is to get as
much correct answer possible rather than discovering the reasons behind. In comparison to spend
time discover unique and creative answers, it is much safer for the majority of student to remember
an answering format suitable for all. Even if it is a reading comprehension questions that” there are a
thousand Hamlets in a thousand people’s eyes”, meaning each people could have understand it
differently. If the exam strategy is smart enough, they could even just read the question then skim
read the test to find the corresponding answer. As Lauren Resnick, one of the leading cognitive
scientists put it: getting the right answer does not ensure understanding and getting the wrong one
does not show the absence of understanding, but most standardized tests only care about the answer
rather than the process of how you got it. Opportunists to practice important abilities such as critical
thinking are not offered. “Focusing on this excruciatingly boring material would only fails to judge
student capacity and drive away potential excellent scientists” said by President of National Academy
of Sciences [15].

Famous educator Bill Ayers said “Standardized tests cannot measure imitative, creativity,
imagination, conceptual thinking.... What they measure is the least significant part of education: the
isolated skills and specific facts.” Zitlow & Kohn [15] questions that these memorized facts and skill
would not be helpful for the student future “How many jobs demand employees to come up with the
correct, memorized answer within a few seconds without the help of others? How common is it for
you to still deliver a pencil and paper exam when you already entered career life? I’d say only a few
jobs need to, but the majority do not”. Even students that does not plan to apply to a higher degree of
education, they are still influenced by the implementation of standardization tests. They could have
utilized this test revision and preparation time more wisely such as learning a practical skill that is
more beneficial to him/her future.

4.3 Suppress of flexibility and creativity

Despite being criticized about its validity, standardization tests also do not count in individual
uniqueness and interests. Whitehead (1929/1967) argues that people are unique and good teachers
should adapt to these special capacities. But standardization, on the other hand, are unable to meet
this, but assessing everyone from one perspective. [11]

4.3.1. Avoidance of personal talents leads to de-emphasis of subjects

Standardized tests limit the freedom of teachers to adapt to the complex, situation specific
circumstances of individual students in order to obtain a maximum of the creative learning process
for students who are gifted and interested in certain area of subjects. As a consequence, the attitude
of creative, adventurous exploration is undermined and substituted by simple pattern recognition,
narrow visions, and even boredom, neglecting the border scope of education.

Sarcastically, time spent on these boring practices usually substituted the time originally spent on
areas and activities children are interested in. This forced learning mindset further creates negative
toward studying, decreasing students’ passivity, performance and vision, as suggested by Riffert
(2005).[11] Carnoy et al. (2003) claims that these phenomena could potentially lead to de-emphasize
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of certain untested subjects.[16] This not only suppress of creativity of the next generation. It is also
worth questioning if children who went through standardized curriculum would all master tested
subjects while lacking skills on those are not.

4.3.2. Creativity mindsets are not set

Pratzner, F. C. (1984), a Commerce Department study from the Office of Productivity, Technology,
and Innovation, goes further in claiming that innovation and creativity are being squelched by "the
basic educational philosophy," which claims standardization tests are better at “preserving convention
knowledge than sparkling new invention.”[7] Students are not practiced solving and develop logical
and conceptual thinking to solve problems and take risk. Instead, it is argued that test-based
knowledge is rival to practical knowledge that could solve problems in reality [17-18].

Whitehead (1929/1967) quotes it “The evocation of curiosity, of judgement, of the power of
mastering a complicated tangle of circumstances, the use of theory giving foresight in special cases
— all these powers are not to be imparted by a set rule embodied in one schedule of examination™ [11].
Jerome Bruner [19] made the same argument half century later, “A method of instruction should have
the objective of leading the child to discover for himself”.

Moreover, it is worth mentioning that according to the data of National Assessment of Education
Progress (NAEP), it was found that increase scores of basic reading and math was counterbalanced
by decrease of more complicated subjects such as science and mathematical problem solving
(National Research Council 1979). Some experts blame this decrease on the striving wish to achieve
high score in standardized test. "What can be most easily tested and taught are now the teaching
objectives in many schools," observed the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics president in
hearings before the House Subcommittee on Elementary, Secondary, and Vocational Education.
Teach children the easiest does achieves the goal but losing the further purpose of education-
comprehension and application of knowledge [7].

4.4 Unnecessary stress and competitions are created

Unhealthy competitions are also promoted by the usage of standardization tests. This exists not
only between students, but also in different schools and regions.

4.4.1. Individual influences: stress for students

As mentioned, Robert Glaser created the term ‘criterion-referenced tests”, meaning a type of
assessment that tells one student’s relative position in comparison to his/her peer who took the same
assessment. These types of evaluation ignored student’ own ability but instead grouped student into
“successor who received better scores than the majority” and “failure who scored relatively lower”
[15]. Being forced to compete with each other, student might not see their peers as friends anymore
but competitors. In NTRs, there would always a small percentage that falls on the bottom in terms of
“competitive percentage”. Confidence of students could be diminished by these straight-forward and
demotivating numbers, and slowly progressing a negative attitude towards learning.

Stress, as a result, are naturally created as a product of these competitions. “Emotions of suspicion,
envy, self-doubt and hostility are evoked” commented by Zitlow & Kohn [15]. Test anxiety is already
a subfield of educational psychology, meaning there exists a demand for children to learn how to cope
with the pressure of standardization tests, especially when many of them are high-stake ones.
Teachers, in the context of rising competition in the standardization tests, also experience pressure.

4.4.2. External influences: stress for educators

Meanwhile, unhealthy competitions between schools are also provoked. The tests cores are usually
published regionally with the school’s name to attract enrollment. In the era of big data, data such as
standardization scores could be used in any places even though they were never intended to be used.
If teaching efficiency is measure using the scores, all parents would like their children to be enrolled
in the “best” school so as the teacher. Teaching resources and staffing are already imbalanced
regionally. This further promoted the competition between states, province or even countries, causing
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some students to move across places for schooling, which disadvantage students who are in states
with less resources.

Being forced to implement test-centered curriculum decided by state legislators in priority to what
is the most suitable for the children, many good teachers are driven out of this profession as a result.
Not only the cocurricular activity are limited, but also field trips and school assemblies that offer
children to learn important values outside of the book such as empathy. Kathy Greeley is a middle
school teacher in Massachusetts. She designed a unique system that every student in her class have
to select a unique area such as baking and ballet, then teach it to the rest of the class. This gives
children a feeling of expertise in their own area, developing their confidence and communication
ability. But now, Kathy Greeley claimed that “Because we have so much content material to cover,
we do not have time to do it anymore”. If standardization tests score are seen as a way to measure
teaching effectiveness, then chances are low academic ability students are seen as obstacles and
burden for teachers rather than opportunity for changes [15].

5. Suggestions

As standardization tests are argued to suppress children’s creativity and talents. Many exam boards,
such as the international baccalaureate categorized its subjects into six types, allowing students to
choose for their own interests. According to Riffert [11], evaluations is necessary, but schools should
adapt it suitably for their students. The Module Approach to Self-Evaluation of School Development
Projects (MSS) is mentioned as an example to achieve the goal. This MSS module is developed by
Dr. Andreas with his colleagues at the University of Salzburg, Australia. The national ministry of
education in Australia offered the right for individual schools to change 1/3 of the contents of their
curriculum according to students needs as suggested by the MSS. The other 2/3 of the teaching
content would still be prescribed to the obligatory curriculum to ensure a standard education for
students. Through this way, students could obtain the freedom to approach what interest and
maximize their talents while relatively qualified education is ensured. However, the altered contents
still need an objective and qualified measurement in order to evaluate students’ ability as the
curriculum is still within the range of standardization.

6. limitations

While lots of research are being done within the topic of standardization test’s influences, the
majority of available papers evaluate standardization tests holistically, therefore for research gaps are
created. Firstly, most of research had taken the form of surveys and interviews. Although macro
statists and data are provided as prerequisites, these research methods rely on subjective opinions by
participants and could exists bias. More objective and measurable experimental methods such as lab
conditions should be encouraged to establish more specific cause and effect relationships. Secondly,
the tendency of available papers to evaluate standardization tests holistically avoided differences
between various tests and their question types. Evaluations are generally and unspecific, rather than
pointing out advantages and disadvantages of each one. Thirdly, different subjects’ performance in
standardization testing is also waited to be discovered. As subjects’ nature varies, could certain
subjects to be considered more suitable for assessments than others? For instance, comparing question
types and the layout of math examinations to reading comprehension tests. Lastly, student’s age group
and the relationship of how standardized could influence them is also worth considering. Children in
different ages experiences various forms of academic expectations; generally speaking, this could
change their attitude and impression towards the standardization tests.

7. Conclusion

While standardization tests are still being widely used, it remains controversial whether its
indication and predication about students’ academic ability are accurate, especially when they are
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used to decide important milestones such as college admission. As this study aims to analyze and
summarize both positive and negative of it. It could be concluded that on one hand, standardization
tests provide quantitative data that allows comparison to be made between students; while on the
other hand it could potentially leads to teaching to the tests and suppress individual uniqueness.
Currently, there are no other suitable tools that could replace standardization tests with the same
objectivity and qualification. Fortunately, however, the pros and cons of standardization tests are
noticed by examination boards nowadays due to the research being done around this topic. Some
curriculums are improved and incorporated parts where student could study according to individual
needs.
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